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ABSTRACT

CLAUSEWITZ AND GERMAN IDEALISM: The Influence of G.W.F, Hegel on
On War, by LCol L.W., Bentley, Canadian Armed Forces, 125 pages.

“fh-This study analyses the influence of the German Idealist
philosopher G.W.F. Hegel (1779-1831) on the method and thought of
the Prﬁssian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz (1780-1831).
The study contends that a complete understanding of the nature of
Clausewitz‘’s theory and its implications for the future requires
an awareness of its source in German Romantic Idealism.
Specifically, the study argues that G.W.F. Hegel had a direct
influence on the nature of Clausewitz‘s thought as manifested in
On War,

The study proceeds by comparing both the dialectical method
of analysis employed by Clausewitz and the substance of his
thought concerning the state and war with those of Hegel., The
primary analysis is conducted by a comparison of Hegel’s thought
in his Phileo f Right (1821)> with that of Clausewitz as
revealed in On War (1832).

The study concludes t:Lt there is compelling 2vidence that

Clausewitz was specifiqﬁ}k? influenced by G.W.F. Hegel., This

relationshipfxsnﬁiﬁzggﬂgﬁr understanding of Clausewitz’s theory of

war . Fufi;ermore, Clausewitz’s popularity in Soviet militsry

thought (is at 1least partially due to its Hegelian context,.

Finally, i‘}t’he position of Clausewitz in Western liberal/democratic
S

thinking about war is problematical when viewed from an Hegelian

perspective. In both cases the existence of nuclear weapons

suggest that Clausewitz’s paradign is not adequate <for the
!
future. -
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INTRODUCTION

Carl wvon Clausewitz (1780-1831i) wrote perhaps the greatest
book on military theory of all time. A workK of sublime
proportions Qn__War, published posthumously in 1832, has had
enormous influence on political as well as military thinking
literally throughout the world. Ostensibly a study restricted to
an examination of the phenomenon of war, it, like all truly great
works, transcends traditional boundaries between intellectual
disciplines, Carl von Clausewitz’s awareness of war‘s
interelationship with man, society and history continually
provides a dimension which bestows a relevance on the work that
goee beyond its particular csubject matter. His efforts to
expound upon these relationships, reflecting a lifetime of
military experience and sober contemplation, resulted in a work
of a truly philosophical nature. Just as Machiavelli can be said
to have  produced a philosophy of politics or Adam Smith a
philosophy of economics, so too can Carl von Clausewitz be said
to have produced a philosophy of war.

Carl wvon Clausewitz lived during a period of enormous social
and political upheaval, Born and raised a Prussian, von
Clausewitz joined the army at 12 years of age and participated in
no less than four full campaigns against Napoleon and the French
Empire, finishing with the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. His
military career was complemented by a thorough grounding in
political and international experience through his close
association and friendship with all of the major Prussian

Reformers of the period 1806-1819, including especially Gerhard
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Scharnhorst and August wvon Gneisenau. He was miltitary tutor to

the Crown Prince of Prussia, participated in all of the major
events of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia and was a close and Keen
observer of the military/political discussions after Napoleon’s
first defeat in 1814 and again after Waterloo.

The French Revolution and its aftermath was, of course the
most obvious sign of his times. However, less spectacular but
equally profound were the changes being wrought by the emerging
Industrial Revolution. After his appointment as Director of the
Military Academy in Berlin in 1818, Clausewitz devoted the next
12 years of his life to the observation and contemplation of all
these changes. [t was only after he had thoroughly thought
through the implications of the enormous chasm created between
the old and the new that he was finally able fully to articulate
his theory of war.

1t was during these +final years of reflection that
Clausewi tz realized that the major philosophical issue before him
was the nature of the changes occurring in war and how to account
for them. War had changed radically in his own lifetime and von
Clausewitz was fully aware that these changes reflected immense
transformation in the social and political environment from
whence war sprang. If his theory were to go beyond description,
if, as he demanded, it were to acquire explanatory power,
Clausewitz Kknew that he had to account for both the change and
diversity of his subject in a rigorous, indeed philosophical way.

As he struggled with his subject von Clausewitz brought to

bear the intellectual tools acquired over a lifetime of

experience and study. Born during the twilight of the German
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Enlightenment ( _AyfKlidrung > Carl von Clausewitz was heir to the

intellectual legacy of men such as Christian Wolff, Gerholt
Lessing and Johann Herder. Before Clausewitz joined the army

Immanual Kant had already published all three of his great

*Critiques" which revolutionized philosophy (Critique of Pure
Reason 1781, Critique of Practical Reason 1788, itigye of

Juydgement 1791). Despite its unique nature, the Aufkl8rung

was an integral part of the wider European Enlightenment.

Deriving from and firmly based on the Aufklarung was the
general movement in Germany Known as Idealism. In its broad
outlines Idealism spread its influence over a wide range of
intellectual activities in Germany throughout Clausewitz’s
lifetime. Goethe and Schiller, Schliermacher, the Schlegels,
Fichte and Schelling all reflected its major tenets. Each of
these men and many others contributed to its content. One of the
Key concepts reflected in the work of all these representatives
of Idealism was that of ildung. In the context of the times
this concept took on a meaning wel® beyond its 1literal
translation of education. Bildung meant the progressive and
active pursuit of the development of a harmonious, whole
personality. It held out the promise of the perfectibility of
man and ultimately society through vigorous personal and cultural
self-improvement.

Carl von Clausewitz was a dedicated believer in Bildung
and sought its rewards through a lifetime of study and
intellectual effort. His philosophical appetite had been whetted
while a student at the military academy 1801-1803 where he
attended Professor Kiesewetter’s lectures on Kant. From this

3
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time onward he read extensively in the ldealistic literature of

the day. Schiller was a favorite and he certainly studied the
ldealistic philosophy of Johann Fichte.

ldealism offered Clausewitz the framework he sought for his
more specific study. It was a philosophy concerned above all
wi th capturing the diversity of life within a single
philosophical unity. Reality was complex and change was an
inherent aspect of this reality. Therefore Idealistic theory and
method must itself reflect change while containing it. Beginning
with Kant and continuing through the more theoretical work of
Fichte and Schelling, ldealistic systems of thought accomplished
this goal through the use of the dialectic. Dialectic Idealism
was a well Known method of inquiry and analysis in the Germany of
Clausewitz’s day and it is not surprising that he therefore had
recourse to it in his own work.

The foremost exponent of German Idealism and its best Known
dialectician was Georg Wilhelm Frederick Hegel (1779-1831>. By
the time Heqgel arrived in Berlin in 1818 he had already
constructed and published a massive metaphysical system of
thought, Through his subsequent 13 years of lecturing at the
University of Berlin he totally dominated German philosophy. He

published his Philosophy of Right in 1821 and his lecture notes

on the philosophy of history were published by his son, shortly
after his death. In effect, Heqgel perfected the dialectic in the
course of his work and Dialectical Idealism became virtually
synonymous with his name.

Hegel‘’s thought would naturally have appealed to Carl von

Clausewi tz. Conflict and change were the motivating forces
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behind its development and the resulting theory is thoroughly 23&,
monistic., Reflecting Hegel’s view that reality was a structure h
of contradictions Diatectic Idealism ended with a theory of the o.‘f:
state in which force and war were inevitable and recurrent .-'."
phenomena. But if war was an ever present feature of Hegel’s &
reality, it was not the dominant one. Man and society, war and ::
peace were all aspects of a history at the center of which was ..
the evolution of the 3tate. Hegel accorded the state absolute ‘;
supremacy and was convinced that it was through the finally ;:
realized perfect state that man achieved his true freedom and "’
self-fulfiliment. This even more than the significance of war Y
closely parallelled Carl von Clausewitz’s own matured thought. EE:
But did Hegel, the pre-eminent philosopher of the day, ::E
directly influence the Prussian military theorist? Did wvon R _‘
Clausewitz, as he cast around for a definite system of thought }_’3

within the general context of German Ideaiism, finally have E;_

recourse to the Hegelian system, or at least major elements of !

it, in order to structure his evoiving theory? ':::
There is no unequivocal evidence that von Clausewitz was &EE
directly influenced by Georg Hegel. He made no mention of him in :\
his letters or notes. Al though he may well have moved in the EE' E
same social circles as the admittedly gregarious Idealistic :Qu-*
philosopher there is again no direct evidence that Clausewitz &v:
attended his lectures or even Kknew the man personally. &%,:&
Nonetheless it is difficult, being aware of the nature of the ﬁ:
times and Hegel’s response to them, to read 0On War without at ¥t
least a vague feeling that the spirit of their work was similar. ;‘-."‘
As Walter Gorlitz put it, “"There is it is true, no proof that ‘l::
N
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Hegel’s philosophy had influenced him [Clausewitz] or that he had
read his works, but very often the thought of a particular period

seems to lie, 80 to speak, in the air".!

Proof of Hegel’s influence upon Clausewitz must be sought in

a careful analysis and comparison of their thought as expressed
in their individual works. The present study takes this
approach, focussing primarily, although not exclusively, on
seeking Hegelian influences in von Clausewitz’s major treatise
Qn__ War. The study compares Hegel’s method and philosophy to
that revealed in On__ War with the use of both primary and
secondary sources.

Before getting directly at the particular issue of influence

on On__War, however, it is necessary to provide the context,
both historical and intellectual in which these men lived and

worked. Both men sought to unify the diversity of their subject
matter in one monolithic theory and at the same time account for
change. Therefore Chapter One examines the changes that occurred
over the period of their lives. .It attempts to describe the main
outlines of what von Clausewitz himself might have noted looking
back over his Jlife just before he sat down to revise his
preliminary draft of 0On_War, The changes in war were of course
the ones of immediate concern to wvon Clausewitz but he was
acutely aware of their interdependence on the evolving conception
and nature of both the state and the international system.
Without a thorough and sensitive appreciation of the latter he
could not achieve the perfection he sought in explaining the
former.

But changes in the raw data of experience cannot normally be

------------
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recognized except through the medium of previiling attitudes and
intellectual traditions and perspectives. In the case of von
Clausewi tz these were formed within the context of the
predominant movement of his time and place - German Idealism.
Chapter two therefore traces the origins of this intellectual
school and describes its main tenets. It is not possible to
understand either Clausewitz or Hegel outside of German Idealism.
In addition, to attempt to compare the works of the two men
without at 1least a general awareness of the enormous debt both
men owed to the same intellectual sources would be difficult in
the extreme.

Once an adequate context is established the study turns to
the question of Hegel’s method and substantive philosophy and
their possible influences on Qn War, Chapter 111 describes and
compares Hegel’s dialectic as developed in T Phenomenclo of
Spirit (1807) and Th i £ ienc (1813-16) with the
Clausewitzian dialectic in On__War., Onty the most general
account of this complex and subtle subject is provided here.
However, this is probably vatltid in that Clausewitz himself would
only have seen Hegel’s method as a broad guide or methodological
assist once he had been convinced of its validity beyond the
specific purposes Hegel put it to.

Chapter IV turns to the more concrete issues of political
philosophy. Here the study is only interested in the resulting
political views Hegel expounded, not their metaphysical or
ethical origins in his massive, earlier works. Reliance,

therefore is exclusively on his Philosophy of Right (1821) and

his Philosophy of History <(published posthumousliy). Since 0On
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War dues not often explicitly state Clausewitz’s particular
political views or philosophy, a certain amount of interpretation
is necessary. This however has been substantiated through
recourse to shorter, more political memoranda and essays written

by vyon Clausewitz as well as excellent and authoritative

secondary sources such as Peter Paret’s wit an h
State. R. Aron‘s Claysewitz: Penser la Guerre or H. Camon’s
Claysewitz,

Chapter V attempts to summarize the nature of the evidence
concerning Hegel’s influence on Carl von Clausewitz. The study
concludes that there is persuasive, if not definitive evidence,
that Carl von Clausewitz was certainly cognizant of the method
and nature of Hegel’s thought. This awareness is reflected in

War However, one additional judgement is also outlined in
chapter V. 14, as this study concludes, Clausewitz’s thought is
at least in part Hegelian, what are the implications and the
relevance of this conclusion today? Does it help account for QOn
War‘s continued popularity since its appearance in 138327 More
importantly does it make Clausewitz more or less relevant today;
more or less relevant in the liberal/democratic West or Marxist
Leninist Russia? These final issues are addressed briefly in
Chapter V more with a view to inviting further analysis and

discussion than providing definitive answers.
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ENDNOTES
| 1. Walter Gorlitz, History of the German General Staff trans. 5

Brian Battershaw (London: Hallis and Carter, 1953), p 62.
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GHAPTER |
The Historical Context
M h t W 730-1

Carl von Clausewitz was born in 1780 amidst the gathering
forces of change which by the time of his death in 1831 had
transformed Europe. Throughout his life wvon Clausewitz was
witness to and often participant in events, which taken together,
comprised. two revolutions; one immediate and traumatic, the other
less wviolent, 1longer lasting but equally profound. The French
and Industrial Revolutions created massive changes, the full
implications of which were by no means clear when von Clausewitz
died in 1831,

The roots of both revolutions were buried deep in a European
history, to which Clausewitz was acutely attuned. By the time he
wrote the Note of 1830, explaining that despite major revisions
he was not yet satisfied with his treatise, 0On War, Carl von
Clausewitz had struggled mightily with changes wrought in the
previous fifty Years., Al though he devoted his treatise
exclﬁsively to the analysis of war itself, Clausewitz was Keenly
aware of war’s dependence upon the political, economic and social
environment from whence it sprang. On__ War was inspired by
change and Carl wvon Clausewitz intended to account for this
process by 1linKing all the elements of war, past, present and
future, into a unified whole.

The precise nature of these changes influenced not only the
final structure of the treatise, but also the very method chosen

to accomplish the task. After all von Clausewitz himself tells
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us in a note written in 1818 that his original approach had been
to imitate the method of Montesquieu in his 1 ’Esprit deg lois.
As Clausewitz put it, this descriptive approach did not suit his
‘gystematic’ nature and he took a different tack.! In part,

at least, this change in direction appears to have been motivated
by a need to account for the change and diversity in war in a
more rigorous, indeed philosophical way.

Clearly, there is no time in history when change is absent,
nor for that matter, when it precludes elements of continuity.
None theless, the century under consideration here, the boundaries
of which are somewhat arbitrarily drawn, represents a
particularly significant era of change. As one of the leading
historians of the period puts it, "most authorities agree that
the years 1792-1815 marked a major turning point, closing a
period which had begun about 13500 and opening a period from which
we have not yet clearly emerged."2

Historical hindsight was not a prerequisite for a
recoghition of the significance of evuents occurring at this time.
The great German dramatist Johann Goethe, who observed the
cannonade at Valmy on 20 September 1792, remarked: “This is the
beginning of & new epoch in worlid history".32 Perhaps at 12
ryears of age young Carl] would not have been so perceptive but
there is 1littie doubt that by the time of the Congress of Vienna
the fundamental change iéherent in the preceding 23 years was not
lost on the mature Clausewitz.

Historians agree the French Revolution and Napoleonic Empire
represent a watershed in modern European history. On one side
was the so called Age of Reason or Enlightenment, broadly lasting
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from 1700-1789 and closely associated with the political/social
structure of states often denoted as the Ancjen Reqgime. The
relationship be tween the two was a complex one. The
Enlightenment, with its insistence on the primacy of the rational
over the traditional, supported the evolution from the feudal
corporate state to the period of so called enlightened despotism.
On the other hand, the 1long term implications of much of the
thought in the Age of Reason foreshadowed additional radical
changes to come., Montesquieu, Locke and Rousseau were
representative of a number of individuals whose work was already
undermining absolutism and preparing the way for the coming
upheaval and the emergence of the nation—state.

On the other side of this watershed is the Age of
Romanticism and the culmination of the developing concept of the
nation-state. Underlying the more obvious political and social
changes associated wi th this process was the Industrial
Revolution. I¥f not always directly responsible for events, its
influence grew substantially after 1780 and became praonounced in
several European states by the time of Clausewitz’s death. The
complex relationship between economic change, the growth of the
middle class in Europe and the thought of the Romantic era had a
profound impact on the direction of change and its particular
form.

Change ;here4ore, revolutionary, fundamental and
irreversible was a dominant feature of this period. One of the
main signposts of change was the perception, not only of change
per _se but of an alteration of the image of the world in men’s

minds from a relatively unified conception to an increasingly

................



complex one. There was decreasing consensus about man’s nature,
the structure of society and its proper organization. A
corresponding need developed not only to accommodate change but
to do so in such a way as to bridge the gap between old and new.
Change, many felt, had to be accounted for in & manner which
unified, or more accurately, re—-unified experience. This impulse
manifested itself in a number of ways. For example many
supported the forces of restoration which sought a return to the
status guo ante of the French Revolution; while others, led by
the rising middle class, sought consensus around the
lai —fair economic system of Adam Smith and its economically
based concept of progress. Yet a third approach, centered in
Germany, stressed the role of ideas and the teleological nature
of history. Reality was change, the striving for the final
realization of man‘’s total freedom on earth. This was Idealism
and Clausewitz’s thought is rooted in this distinctly
philosophical approach.

At the wvery center of this process of change was the
evolution in the nature of the state. Clausewitz was certainly
aware of the profound significance of this development. In fact
he regarded the growth of the modern state as the most
fundamental process in history. Few other men identified as
clearly the dynamic and 1logic that caused a self-sufficient
aristocracy to give way to the absolute monarchs who in turn fel)l
victim to the nation state.* Clausewitz’s unique
contribution to a thorough understanding of this transformation
was his treatment of it in terms of force and power., He was

convinced that changes in the state were reflected in changes in




the nature of war. His exposition of the latter reflected a
fundamental understanding of the former.

i Thus by bridging the gap between the old and new forms of
warfare revealed by the armies of the French Revolution and
K Napoleon, Clausewitz also accounted for the political changes

underlying his theory. He was a Keen student of military history

K in addition to being extremely well read in contemporary and past
" military thought,. His synthesis of the work of the major
N
§ theorists of his day provided a theoretical frameworkK which
K
¥

accomodated all the important aspects of the two principal

2 schools of thought.

A whole complex of political, social, economic and technical

- factors contrived throughout most of the 18th century to limit
:: war . On the other hand, progress in the art of war was by no
A

o means absent.. As the nature of the state changed so too did war.

L Change in many areas normally was evolutionary. However, once
& the French Revolution provided the social and political means,

Napoleon rewvolutionized war, using tools created and 2ven honed

? by his predecessors. The overall impact, was doubtless a
gﬁ dramatic and distinct transformation in war which challenged even
$ the greatest thinkers of the age. As R.R. Palmer has written,
1 “the period of 1740-1815 saw the perfection of an older strle of

{ war and the launching of a new.S

3 Long before the French revolution, however, war had been the
h subject of considerable interest for a variety of intellectuals
5 and soldier scholars throughout Europe. They brought to their
§ subject a wide variety of perspectives and the wars of 1789-1815
: served only to increase both their numbers and their viewpoints.
& 14
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Many of these authors were interested only in improving the

military’s capability to serve the state. Issues such as the
nature of war, its relationship toc society, and its possible
future, were left by these reformers to a different group of more
philosophically minded men whose influence usually outlived more
technical works of relatively limited influence. Nonetheless, as
Robert Quimby has clearly established, these exclusively military
innovators were responsible for the discovery and articulation of
virtually ail the tactical innovations used in the wars of the
French revolution and Napoleon.é

Both groups of theorists appear in most European countries
in the 1last 30 vears or so of the 18th century. Military theory
in France, for example, reached perhaps as high a point as it has
ever attained in the years between her humiliating defeat in the
Seven Years War (17356-63) and the French revolution.?
Similarly, William Shanahan writes in his Prussian Military
Reforms that there was "a literal eruption of military writing
in Prussia in the last quarter of the 18th centur»".® This
resul ted not from defeat but more from the inquisitive,
scientific attitude of the Enlightenment, as well as a growing
spirit of reform after Frederick the Great’s death in 1784.
Evidence of this growing interest in military issues and their
relevance to the state can be found in the growth in the numbers
of specialized organizations formed <for the study of those

matters. Two of particular note were the Patriotic Society for

Students of the Art of War formed in Hesse in 1792 and Gerhard

von Scharnhorst’s Militarische Gesellsgchaft <founded in 1801 in

Berlin.,?
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